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AM IS BEING MOLE-ESTED. He has a yard full 
of moles. 


“All you gotta do to get rid of moles is bury some ol’ 
empty soda bottles upright in mole burrows. When the 
wind starts blowin’ and makes the bottles whistle, it’ll 
drive them critters right out of your yard,” a would-be 


helpful neighbor told him. 
“Are you sure itll work?” Sam asked. 
“I don’t know but my grandpa could prob’ly get five 


more different ways to control moles, each one complete 
with testimonial.” 


Windmills, mothballs, castor beans and garlic have 
all made their way into the unabridged lore of mole 
remedies. So far as anyone knows, none of them will con- 


sistently produce the same results as a properly placed 
trap. 

Before you trap a mole, you ought to learn a little bit 
about the animal that you’re after. The common Missouri 
mole (Scalopus aquaticus) is a small, seldom-seen 
fossorial mammal found throughout the state. “Fos- 
sorial” is a five-dollar word that means the animal spends 
most of its time underground. The mole is about the size 
of a chipmunk and weighs about 100 grams (or four 
ounces). Its most distinctive feature is the adaptive, 
palmlike, short front feet which are held in a hands-over- 
the-head position with the palms facing outward. The 
mole uses these to get through the soil in about the same 
way a person swims underwater. 


Except for the flexible, piglike snout, the head is 
featureless, appearing to be lacking a neck, eyes and ears. 
Although the mole can only detect light and dark with its 
eyes, its senses of hearing, touch and smell are acute. The 
velvety fur is characteristically slate-gray but often ap- 
pears silvery on freshly groomed moles and sooty-black 
on juveniles. A cinnamon-brown staining on the chin and 
along the middle of the belly is common on the adults, 
but this usually is more pronounced in the males. The 
mole’s nearly naked tail acts as an organ of touch which 
allows the animal to move backwards in its tunnels, 
although it can, thanks to a narrow hip girdle, perform a 
somersault in the burrow. 


Moles are carnivorous. Grubworms and earthworms 
constitute the bulk of their diet. This might explain why 
plant materials such as castor bean seeds are not too ef- 
fective in mole control. The mole also preys on other soil- 
dwelling critters such as beetles, spiders, centipedes, ant 
pupae and cutworms. In fact, a mole can harvest more 
than 140 grubworms and cutworms daily (many of which 
are destructive to your backyard plants). Moles may be 
found wherever the soil is sufficiently thick, pliable and 
adhesive enough to support a tunnel system and is ade- 
quately populated with wee beasties for food. 


Unfortunately, it is the mole’s feeding activity that 
gives him a bad name. Even though he is a principal 
aerator and mixer of the soil, his earthen works can 
disfigure lawns and golf courses; when mice or other 
rodents use the mole’s passages, plant seeds, roots and 
bulbs can be destroyed, too. The mole hills (mounds of 
loose dirt) and the heaved ridges (tunnels) are just tall 
enough to catch a lawnmower blade. This troublesome 
digging usually is the work of a single mole since this 
mammal is solitary throughout most of the year. In the 
spring, however, a mother and her litter of four can all be 
feeding in your backyard. 


If you get tired of stomping down mole hills, the pro- 
per use of a trap will usually take care of the problem. 
Choker and spear traps are the two principal types. The 
choker trap is less readily available and more difficult to 
use and handle, but it is also more humane than the spear 
trap. Although the spear trap usually impales the mole, it 
is readily available, easier to use, and if it is visited 
regularly, the moles that become impaled will not suffer 
for long. The spring devices in both traps are powerful; 
read the trap directions carefully and exercise caution to 
avoid injuries. 

To be effective, a mole trap must be properly set 
across a major run—those tunnels that are used frequent- 
ly. Generally, these lead from the nest to the different 
feeding areas. The day before setting the trap(s), stomp 
down all the runs so you can determine where these ma- 
jor runs are located. Major runs will probably be pushed 
back up the next day. 


Select a fairly straight two- or three-foot section of 
one of these major runs that has been pushed back up; 
with a single sharp blow with the heel of your shoe, 
stomp down on the middle of this to create an obstruction 


in the tunnel. The trap should be placed over this 
obstruction so that the mole will spring the trap as it 
repairs the tunnel. Set your trap according to the instruc- 
tions included with it, and carefully trigger it a couple of 
times to see if it is working properly. 


A good test to check whether you have a good trap 
location is to punch a small hole in the run on both sides 
of the trap with a stick. Moles do not like light and will 
plug holes in runs that light penetrates. Later, if the trap 
is not tripped but the holes are plugged, the animal has 
passed by but missed the trap. In that case, strike the bur- 
row two or three times with your heel to collapse the new 
tunnel and reset the trap. If the trap is not sprung and the 
holes are not plugged after two days, you probably 
should move the trap to another location. When temper- 
atures are cold or hot, moles spend most of their time in 
the deeper burrows. Therefore, you are more likely to be 
successful at trapping moles in the spring or fall. 


Although trapping is the most effective, least disrup- 
tive method to rid your yard of moles, there are others. 
Treating your yard with poisons to kill the food source 
will discourage moles from staying around. However, 
these poisons kill not only the unwanted soil inhabitants 
but also the beneficial ones such as earthworms. By using 
poisons, you also run the risk of affecting songbird and 
butterfly populations, not to mention the possible harm 
to children and household pets. 


One last alternative that may be worth mentioning is 
to stomp all the burrows down in the morning. Grab a 
lawn chair, a good book (or a copy of The Conserva- 
tionist), a beverage or two and a pitchfork. Find yourself 


‘a shady tree near the burrow system. When the mole 


starts pushing the tunnels back up, quickly run over and 
stab him with the pitchfork. You may not get any moles 
this way, but you might get in a little reading. That way, 
being mole-ested doesn’t seem so hard to take. L] 


Trapping moles is easiest in spring and fall. 
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